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"Father,• she asked, at last. 
"why are you shaking?• 
Tanato sighed. "When your mother 
was taken by the Olambromen, she too, 
was working on a leopard face. As a 
matter of fact, she was almost 
finished. 
"What did you do with it?" 
"I burned it." he replied with a 
cringe. "The mask was evil and 
somehow, it .cur-s ed her. Looked just 
like a pagan idol from the old 
religion, it did." 
"I will do as you say, father," 
she said, raising reluctantly from the 
floor and carryng the mask outside. 
But instead of throwing it into the 
river nearby, or burning it, she 
buried the unfinished mask under a 
palm tree not far from ~he family hut. 
She had no intention of giving up her 
creation. With almost two moon cycles 
before the days of the Ordeal, her 
blood itched with the fever of 
compulsion and she took this as an 
omen. If I finish it before harvest's 
end, she thought, 1t may protect me 
from being chosen. And as she got up 
and walked defiantly back to the hut, 
her carving knife hidden under her 
loincloth and strapped securely to her 
thigh, she resolved to finish her 
leopard face in secret. 
Sangara lay awake on her straw 
pile most of the night and tried hard 
to see her finished product in her 
minds eye. She did not want to 
disobey her father, but the leopard 
face was special and it sent a 
desperate heat burning through her 
veins. 
Just beyond her village and 
surrounding fields, the jungle began 
and the night time breeze carried the 
nauseating smell of rotting 
vegetation. But even as the damp 
heavy air pressed hard upon her chest, 
the cacophony of untamed chords made 
her feel alive and vital. Once or 
twice, she thought she heard the faint 
and distant roar of a leopard. When 
sleep finally did come, she dreamed 
that a huge jungle cat came to her and 
offered to pose. •rt you're going to 
do this,• the she-cat said inside 
Sangara sat on the dirt floor of 
a small straw hut she shared with her 
father, Tanato, and the silence 
between them seemed as huge as the 
Great Northland Desert. Although she 
wanted to run up and throw her arms 
around him, his clenched fist and 
defeated stoop told her that there was 
nothing she could do to quiet his 
pain. "This is my first time standing 
the Ordeal, father,• she said at last. 
"I'm too young and have none of my 
womanly attributes yet. They will not 
choose me." 
Tanato stopped his pacing and 
knelt by his daughter's side. She was 
approaching her thirteenth season of 
the rains. "If they don't choose you 
this rain season, they'll choose you 
the next." He reached out a dark and 
calloused hand and felt the mask she 
was carving. "You have to stand the 
Ordeal until you've passed sixteen 
rains. • 
The child shuddered at the 
thought and quickly tried to change 
the subject. "It will be the face of 
a leopard when I'm done,• she said. 
At that, Tanato's eyes grew wide 
and distant. "You must put such 
foolishness out of your mind," he 
finally managed~ in a desperate 
whisper. "And do nothing more with 
that daemon tool until you are older 
and no longer made to stand naked for 
the Olambromen.• 
"It is only a mask, father. What 
harm can come from such a small 
thing?" 
Tanato wrapped his arms around 
Sangara and his deep voice shook, as 
if on the verge of tears. •I love you 
very much and I don't want to loose 
you to those demonic Olambromen like I 
lost your mother.• 
Sangara laid her head upon her 
father's chest and felt him trembling 
to his bones. She could not, however, 
understand his sudden fear. After 
all, he'd known since her birth that 
she'd be forced to stand the Ordeal, 
someday. It happened every year, just 
after harvest and it was a terrifying 
fact of life for all of her tribe 
sisters. 
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of grief and horror upon my old and 
frail shoulders.• 
Sangara sat spellbound as she 
listened to the elder tribeswoman tell 
of the carnage and devastation heaped 
upon them by the Olambromen. "Our 
nation of plowmen was no match for the 
warriors and when they came charging 
from the jungle like a pack of angry 
rhinceros, our young men fought back, 
but the battle was lost at the village 
walls.• 
The cold hand of fear grabbed 
Sangara's heart. At the end of every 
harvest, just before the days of the 
great rains, the Olambromen would 
suddenly come screaming from the bush. 
She had seen it often enough and now 
that she'd soon be standing the 
Ordeal, the child was more frightened 
then ever. 
Until this harvest, she'd only 
watch as the men, some of them over 
twenty hands high, took over her 
village until they decided to leave. 
When Sangara tried to sleep those 
nights, she'd have agonizing 
nightmares which were brought on by 
the blood curdling screams of her 
sisters being raped in the fields. 
But the warriors last day in the 
village was always the worse. Every 
woman between twelve and sixteen 
rains had to stand the Ordeal. As if 
the random night time rapes weren't 
bad enough, those Umbaya childering 
just flowering into womanhood had to 
stand atop a huge platform in full 
view of the entire village and submit 
to the pleasures of the Olambromen. 
At the very end of that humiliating 
ceremony, the warriors took the best 
of the women as concubines and, along 
with most of the harvest, disappeared 
back into the wilds. 
Not even the young Umbayamen were 
safe from the horrors since they were 
liable to be taken as slaves. But th~ 
fact that the nomads always left just 
enough food and young people to ensure 
the Umbaya's continued existence was 
not lost on Sangara. They treat us 
11ke cattle, she thought. 
As Nadjya continued her tale, 
many of the young women sitting 
outside of her hut began sniffling 
softly to themselves. Sangara 
sniff led, too. "When the battle was 
over,• the tale teller concluded, "the 
Olambromen slaughtered more then half 
our village and destroyed most of the 
crops they could not take. The rainy 
season that followed was long and 
difficult. Many of our tribe died 
from starvation and disease. Ever 
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Nadjya crossed her arms over her 
chest and shuddered. "I was very 
young then,• she said, her eyes 
glazing over with sorrow, •and not yet 
six passings. Even now, I can't 
remember that time without the weight 
in 
cat.• 
Sangara wipod an angry tear from 
her eye. "Why do we toil for the 
Olambromen and force our sisters into 
standing the Ordeal?" 
Nadjya looked around at the 
thirty some odd young women gathered 
in front of her. "Have any among you 
hoard of the time we once refused?" 
They shook their heads 
silence. 
In the days and nights that 
followed, every spare moment that 
Sangara found was spent under the palm 
that guarded her emerging leopard 
face. With the season of rains now 
closing in fast, the Umbaya tribesmen 
spent all of their days toiling in the 
fields just beyond the village walls. 
This was the time of year that her 
father always came home tired, his 
ebony skin baked even more by so many 
long hours under a hot and fatiguing 
sun. Each sunset when he dragged in 
from the harvesting, he ate a simple 
meal of kalabean cakes and yams then 
immediately collapsed onto his pile of 
bleached straw. 
After rising · with her father 
before the sun one morning and helping 
him off to harvest, she made for her 
secret palm tree and dug up her mask. 
The ~he-cat had kept her promise and 
came each night to pose in Sangara's 
dreams. On the many mornings after, 
she tried to get as much of her dream 
as she could onto the oval shaped 
bark. It was in the dark, just before 
sunrise, she realized, that she did 
her best work. Her fingers seemed to 
glide over the mass of bark, sclupting 
and delineating as it guided by some 
powerful but unseen force. 
So absorbed was she in her 
project one morning that she lost 
track of time and had to run through 
the village to Nadjya's hut for her 
daily lessons. Of all the things that 
Umbaya women had to learn in the time 
of their thirteenth passing, the woman 
child loved healing and herblore most 
of all. That day, however, she could 
not koop hor mind on her studies. 
"What is it child?" Nadjya askod at 
last. "Yo ur- mind roams liko a j unglo 
* ... ... 
Sangara's brain, "you may as well get 
it right.• 
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the urge to 
child,• the 
"You have 
tho leopard. 
As Sangara followed the 
exhilarating scent deeper into the 
bush, the trees and undergrowth gave 
off an eerie red glow. Animals she 
could hear, but not see, rushed from 
her path and the Umbaya girl was not 
afraid. While racing through the 
jungle she had trouble believing that 
the journey could be so easy. 
Finally, when she came to a place 
where the scent was overwhelming, she 
stretched out on the ground and 
waited. 
Although Sangara knew that 
something momentous was about to 
happen, she was not prepared for the 
full grown leopard with shiny green 
eyes who suddenly appeared from 
nowhere. Knowing that it was bost to 
keep still, tho woman child tried hard 
not to breathe. I am not afraid, she 
kept thinking over and over. And even 
as the largo cat came up to her and 
sniffed, Sangara managed to control 
her fear. Never before had she been 
this deep into tho bush. 
At last, seemingly satisfied, the 
she-cat walked away, found a spot 
directly across from her guest and 
sat. "Welcome, Sangara of the 
Umbaya.• Once again, the animal 
seemed to speak directly inside the 
tribeswoman brain. "I am Misha, 
oldest of all living leopards and I 
have been waiting for one such as you 
for a long time.• 
Sangara fought off 
run. •oo not be afraid 
jungle cat continued. 
discovered the path of 
Look at your arms.• 
When the youngster looked at her 
arms, her heart stopped briefly in 
mid-beat. Instead of ebony limbs 
spread out on tho ground before her, 
there were leopard paws. •I think I 
understand now,• Sangara replied. 
"It's the mask, isn't it?" 
Misha licked her lips and yawned. 
"Many, many rain seasons ago, your 
people knew us as spirit-mates and we 
were kindred. At first, the humans 
merely worshiped us. But when they 
discovered the true magic of their 
masks. we shared much and helped each 
other ."in countless ways. When the 
strangers in giant boats came to the 
land with talk of their White God and 
his pale faced Son, however, your 
people turned from us and took to 
gazing at tho sky. Among them, the 
talk of spirit-mates became 
• • • • 
Sangara leapt from her spot underneath 
her tree and pranced out of the 
village and into the dark. 
looked toward the center of 
village and everything seemed 
and confining. Suddenly, a 
and wonderful scent caught 
her nose and she raised her 
sniff at the air. It's tne 
the night, she thought, as a 
excitement shot along her 
Without thinking twice, 
smell of 
bolt of 
spine. 
since then, we have done what ever the 
Olambro's demand. We've learned our 
lesson well.• 
After class, Sangara went to her 
palm tree and worked on her mask. She 
did not want to be taken into the 
jungle for the amusement of 
Olambromen, and as she cut and carved, 
her project nearing completion, she 
thought of her mother and of Majun, 
her very best friend. But as she 
thought more on Majun, the weight of 
sadness hung from her neck like a 
stone. She could not quite understand 
this feeling, but the boy's memory 
also became part of her shroud. Just 
before the sun began setting in the 
western sky, Sangara buried her 
leopard face under the palm and wont 
to her hut to greet her father. 
He was too old to toil in the 
fields for so long, she knew, and 
therefore, did not press him for 
conversation. But later, after he'd 
crawled off to his straw pile and she 
heard the steady rhythm of his 
breathing, she snuck out of her hut 
and made her way to the palm. 
While sitting under the silver 
light of a waxing moon that night, she 
carved on her leopard face. The 
Olambro warriors would be coming soon 
and with only four or five sunset~ 
until their arrival, Sangara worked 
frantically. She felt a vague 
desperation in her gut and tried 
anxiously to finish the face before 
the moon rose much higher in the sky. 
And although she worked without let 
up, she couldn't say why. 
Finally, with the mask completed 
she slipped it over her head and tried 
it on for size. The world has cnanged 
in front of my very eyes, she thought. 
And at precisely that moment some 
distant sound from deep in the1jungle 
latched onto her oars and she hunched 
over on all fours and looked around. 
The stars seemed more real and if she 
roached out her hand, Sangara was sure 
she could touch them. They had taken 
on an array of colors and sung softly 
to her from the heavens. Even the hot 
dank breath of tho jungle smelled 
different and did not catch in her 
throat 
She 
her tiny 
so small 
strange 
hold of 
head to 
As sunset neared, Misha told the 
Umbaya woman about a plan that would 
stop_ the raping and plundering 
warriors from preying on her tribe. 
After hearing the schome, Sangara 
knew that it would work and was 
anxious to take her newly discovered 
knowledge back to her tribe. "And 
when we defeat the warriors we will 
attack their camp and rescue my 
brothers and sisters,• she said, 
I 
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"That was a long time ago and my 
memory has grown weak. Back then, 
though, the Umbaya were known as the 
Leopard People and the Olambro 
warriors carefully kept their 
distance." 
So what happened?" 
"In exchange for your allegiance, 
the people of the White God taught the 
Umbaya how to tame the land and for 
awhile, they prospered." ' 
Sangara's eyes widened with 
sudden understanding. •And having 
strayed from the path of the leopard, 
we became docile and easy prey for the 
Olambromen,• she finished. 
At sunrise, the two beasts fell 
into a brief catnap and when they 
awoke, Sangara followed her 
spirit-sister deeper and deeper into 
the jungle. For the first time in my 
life, Sangara thought, I feel free. 
forbidden." 
•what was it like 
and the jungle cats 
Sangara. asked. 
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suck1ng scavengers teed upon 
Umbaya, she thought with a yawn. 
Already, some of her young 
brothers and sisters were roaring with 
rage in answer to the cocksure war 
chants. And as the young she cat cast 
a sleepy eye on the empty fields 
surrounding her village, she realized 
that the long wait would be the 
hardest part. 
blood 
the 
those the last tlme that wlll bo 
with the Olambros. Later, when the 
plowmen left their settlement, they 
passed by their well tended fields and 
began collecting bark from nearby 
tanta trees. When they roturnod, 
every able bodied man, woman and 
child, past twelve rains, were given 
an oval shaped slab of bark and 
instructed in the mysteries of making 
the leopard face. 
Misha, meanwhile, had returned to 
her home to spread the nows to the 
other jungle cats. 
The villagers worked and 
colebrated until long past sunset, but 
the next morning, they arose long 
before dawn. "The Olambromen will 
come this day,• Sangara said as she 
left her hut to start her day. "And 
there is still so much to be done.• 
The elders were given their masks and, 
along with all the sick and children 
under twelve rains, were escorted to a 
very secluded, but safe clearing, far 
to the south. 
When the escorts returned, it was 
still early and all of the residents 
waited at the village center. With 
all of them gathered in front of her, 
Sangara looked around and, for the 
first time ever, considered the 
possibility that Misha's plan would 
not work. In spite of her almost 
paralyzing tear, however, she gave the 
signal and her fellow tribes people 
donned thoir cat faces. 
Mother of us all, she thought 
while gazing about, 1t worked. 
Instantly, she crouched down on all 
fours and led her people out of the 
gate and into the jungle beyond. 
Before long, Sangara managed to find a 
well hidden and very cool spot near 
the edge of the bush and she laid on 
her stomach. But even as she sat and 
calmly dozed, from time to time, she 
paid close attention to the confident 
chants of the approaching Olambromen, 
still a half day's journey away. Th1s 
getting ready to run oft. 
"Not so fast,• Misha said while 
looking into her spirit-mate's eyes. 
The Olambro are wicked people and for 
more of your generations than I care 
to remember, I looked on as they 
raided your village and took the best 
of your men, women and crops. It was 
the same every season.• 
"And we must rescue my kinfolk as 
soon as we can.• 
Misha licked her paw and 
continued. "When the warriors get 
back to their camp,the first thing 
they do is to cook and eat the Umbaya 
men unlucky enough to have been 
chosen. That done, they began working 
their way through your sisters and 
when their lust is finally satisfied, 
the women are ripped apart and eaten 
alive.• 
Sangara roared and scratched her 
paw upon the earth. "Put your anger 
to good use, child," Misha said. "The 
night grows late and we must get back 
to your village before everyone is 
bedded down.• 
No sooner were the words out of 
her head, she turned and pounced back 
toward her companion's village. And 
like an arrow shot from a bow, Sangara 
was off through the jungle after her. 
Just before reaching the fields 
outside the walls, Misha slowed to a 
stop. "Take oft your mask," she said, 
turning back to look at her 
spirit-mate. "You are home.• 
Although Sangara had raced 
through the bush, she was surprised to 
find that she wasn't the least bit 
tired. And with her leopard face 
tucked securely beneath her arm, she 
rode through the gate atop her 
companion and headed straight for the 
village center. At first, people ran 
from her path; scattering up trees and 
finding shelter in nearby huts. But 
when the huge cat made no move to harm 
the woman child who rode her, 
Sangara's kinfolk found their courage, 
somehow, and slowly edged closer. 
Finally, with most everyone in 
the village gathered before her, she 
told them of the leopard's path, and 
no one questioned her. With one of 
the black and orange beasts standing 
beneath her, everyone believed her 
words. Instead of irritation and 
debate taking hold, the village broke 
out in a rhythm and dance that lasted 
far into the night. 
Next morning, the men did not 
rise before the sun. Nor did they 
toil in the fields. They had more 
than harvested enough for their own 
needs and did not concern themselves 
